In the wake of the UK government's announcement on 12 July that its decision on plain (standardised) tobacco packaging would be delayed until evidence emerged from Australia, Wakefield and colleagues report timely findings from a study exploring the early effects of plain packaging in Victoria.
1 2 Conducted during the phase-in period, when plain and branded packs were concurrently on sale, the study found that smokers who used plain packs were more likely than smokers who used fully branded packs to perceive their cigarettes to be less satisfying and poorer quality, were more supportive of plain packaging, and were more likely to think about and to prioritise quitting.
These findings extend what was already known about standardised packaging but in a market where plain packs are now on sale. That the appearance of packs influenced users' perceptions of the products is supported by the systematic review commissioned to inform the UK government's consultation on standardised packaging, 3 as well as subsequent research, 4 the marketing literature, 5 and tobacco industry internal documents. 6 Similarly, the Victoria study's finding that smokers who used plain packs were significantly more likely than smokers of branded packs to have thought about quitting at least once a day in the past week and to rate quitting as a higher priority is consistent with past research. 3 4 Desire and intention to quit are reliable predictors of whether someone tries to stop smoking, 7 8 and studies of smokers who use cessation services have shown that high motivation to stop is an important determinant of success in quitting. 9 Wakefield and colleagues' finding of an increased desire to quit among plain pack users can be linked with anecdotal evidence from Australia that calls to the Quitline in Victoria increased after the introduction of plain packaging. 10 Given that encouraging smokers to stop is a public health policy priority in the United Kingdom and elsewhere, these early findings from Australia provide some support for this aim. Whether they are enough to influence UK policy is unclear.
They do, however, add to a very rapidly growing body of evidence. Standardised packaging in the UK was first considered as a possible policy measure in the previous Labour government's consultation on the future of tobacco control in 2008, which cited four studies from North America. By 2011, when the current government launched a consultation on the issue, its evidence review included 37 studies, six of which were from the UK. 3 Since that review at least 12 additional studies have been published, including three more from the UK. 4 11 12 This growing body of research is consistent in its findings: that plain packaging would reduce the appeal of tobacco products to consumers; would increase the effectiveness of health warnings; and would reduce the ability of packaging to mislead consumers about the harmful effects of smoking.
Two days before the UK government's announcement on standardised packaging, the European Parliament's Committee on the Environment, Public Health and Food Safety endorsed updating the current Tobacco Products Directive, which sets the tobacco packaging and labelling requirements for the European Union. The committee supported pictorial health warnings covering 75% of the front and back of tobacco packaging and a ban on slim "lipstick type" cigarette packs. If approved, the move to large pictorial warnings on packs and a ban on slim packs should help reduce pack appeal, enhance the visibility of warnings, and disrupt tobacco companies' ability to communicate with consumers. However, these changes would not stop other forms of packaging innovation to attract consumers. Nor would they prevent manufacturers using the design of packaging and branding to detract from health warnings or prevent consumers being confused about harms of the products as a consequence of pack colour. As outlined in the Framework Convention on Tobacco Control, only plain packaging can do this. 13 Most smokers become addicted in childhood, and although these findings from Australia concern adults, standardised tobacco packaging also aims to protect children from smoking. Figures just released show that the prevalence of smoking among children continues to fall in England. 15 In fact, the prevalence of ever smoking and of regular smoking among boys and girls has steadily fallen since the UK government introduced a battery of tobacco control measures as part of a comprehensive strategy initially outlined in the 1998 white paper Smoking Kills. There is no guarantee that this decline will continue if a tobacco control strategy is not sustained. As packaging has become the key marketing and communications tool for tobacco companies since the ban on tobacco advertising, promotion, and sponsorship, standardised packaging would appear to be a logical next step. 
